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A Short Glossary of Inclusive Language
Compiled by Susanne E. Craig and EeShan Bhatt

FROM THE TOS JEDI COMMITTEE

Words matter—that old adage that many of us may have heard 
as children,

Sticks and stones may break my bones,  
but words will never hurt me,

is a harmful fallacy. In reality, the language we use has tremen-
dous power to alienate, exclude, deride, humiliate, and wound. 

On the other hand, thoughtful use of language can signal 
openness, inclusivity, admiration, and celebration, or simply be 
an expression of empathy and care for our fellow humans. As part 
of The Oceanography Society (TOS) Justice, Equity, Diversity, 
and Inclusion Committee’s series of columns in Oceanography, 
here we provide a glossary of terms that are often used while dis-
cussing topics such as race, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 
and gender identity.

It should be explicitly stated that this list is neither definitive 
nor exhaustive. Indeed, the terms included here are likely heavily 
influenced by the authors’ own lived experiences and the lenses 
through which we see the world. Language is a living entity, a 
fluid social construct subject to rapid changes and overlaid with 
regional nuances. Indeed, what may be accurate and accept-
able terminology for one person may be entirely unacceptable 
for another. Keeping this in mind, the following glossary is an 
attempt to group together some of the acronyms and phrases 
that are most commonly used today in social justice studies and 
bodies of work and that may have particular relevance to our 

community of ocean-related scientists, technologists, and stake-
holders. We have borrowed heavily from a wide range of excel-
lent existing scholarship and activism and have cited all sources 
used. We encourage the reader to follow the links to these multi-
media resources and, perhaps, use them as teaching and dis-
cussion materials with your students, colleagues, and mentees. 
Finally, it is our hope that this glossary, along with the links pro-
vided to more comprehensive definitions and discussions, helps 
to define terms that you may have heard used, but not under-
stood, and that it will serve to remind us of the power of the 
words we use in our everyday professional and personal lives.

We begin by defining the very words that form the name of 
our committee: Justice, Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (JEDI).

JUSTICE
Justice is fairness in the way that people are treated.1 However, 
in the context we discuss it here, it is more correct to define 
social justice. This term can be formally defined in several 
ways2 and references therein, but the overarching principles common to 
all definitions are:

• Equal rights
• Equal opportunity
• Equal treatment

Or, in other words, social justice means equal rights and equi-
table opportunities for all.2 

When we think of implementing social justice in our com-
munities, some examples might include correcting the racial, 
gender-based, socioeconomic, or geographical injustices and 
inequities that have created barriers to those entering our field, 
bringing to bear our professional capabilities in the field of 
environmental justice (see Table 1 for a definition of this term, 
which is strongly related to social justice), and/or confronting 
our relationship with colonial science (see Table 1 for a defini-
tion of decolonizing science).

EQUITY
Equity refers to fairness and justice and is distinguished from 
equality in that, whereas equality means providing the same to 
all, equity means recognizing that we do not all start from the 
same place and must acknowledge and make adjustments to 
counter imbalances (Figure 1). This is an ongoing process that 
requires us to identify and overcome intentional and uninten-
tional barriers arising from bias or systemic structures.3 

FIGURE 1. The difference between equality and equity. Interaction Insti-
tute for Social Change, Illustration by Angus Maguire, https://interaction- 
institute.org/illustrating-equality-vs-equity/
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TABLE 1. A glossary of terms.

AAPI The many diverse groups of people with Asian, Asian American, or Pacific Islander ancestry.

Ally 
In the social justice sense, allies are those who make the commitment and effort to recognize their privilege (based on gender, 
class, race, sexual identity, etc.) and work in solidarity with oppressed groups in the struggle for justice. Allies understand that it 
is in their own interest to end all forms of oppression, even those from which they may benefit in concrete ways.4

Bias

Bias is a prejudice in favor of or against one thing, person, or group compared with another, usually in a way that is considered 
to be unfair. Biases may be held by an individual, a group, or an institution and can have negative or positive consequences.

There are types of biases:
• Conscious bias (also known as explicit bias), and
• Unconscious bias (also known as implicit bias).

It is important to note that biases, conscious or unconscious, are not limited to ethnicity and race. Though racial bias and discrim-
ination are well documented, biases may exist toward any social group. One’s age, gender, gender identity, physical abilities, 
religion, sexual orientation, weight, and many other characteristics are subject to bias.

Unconscious biases are social stereotypes about certain groups of people that individuals form outside their own conscious 
awareness. Everyone holds unconscious beliefs about various social and identity groups, and these biases stem from our ten-
dency to organize social worlds by categorizing.

Unconscious bias is far more prevalent than conscious prejudice and is often incompatible with conscious values. Certain sce-
narios can activate unconscious attitudes and beliefs. For example, biases may be more prevalent when multitasking or working 
under time pressure.6

BIPOC Black, Indigenous, and People of Color. Mostly used in North America. See references 7–10 for discussions on the origins of this 
term and its use.

BAME Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic. Used in the UK, but see references 11–13 for recent discussions on the acceptability of its use.

BLM

Black Lives Matter: A political movement to address systemic and state violence against African Americans.4 Per the Black Lives 
Matter organizers: “In 2013, three radical Black organizers—Alicia Garza, Patrisse Cullors, and Opal Tometi—created a Black-
centered political will and movement building project called #BlackLivesMatter. It was in response to the acquittal of Trayvon 
Martin’s murderer, George Zimmerman. The project is now a member-led global network of more than 40 chapters. [Black Lives 
Matter] members organize and build local power to intervene in violence inflicted on Black communities by the state and vigilan-
tes. Black Lives Matter is an ideological and political intervention in a world where Black lives are systematically and intentionally 
targeted for demise. It is an affirmation of Black folks’ humanity, our contributions to this society, and our resilience in the face of 
deadly oppression.”14

Decolonizing 
Science

Decolonization is a movement to eliminate, or at least mitigate, the disproportionate legacy of White European thought and cul-
ture in education15 [and science]. For further discussion and examples of the decolonialization of science, see references 16–18 
and references therein.

Emotional  
Labor

First coined by American sociologist Arlie Hochschild in her 1983 book The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human 
Feeling19, emotional labor means to: “induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward countenance that produces the 
proper state of mind in others.” Emotional labor involves the management of personal feelings and behaviors to align with insti-
tutional (or other organizational or individual) expectations, even when dealing with emotionally charged situations. It’s an often 
uncompensated, underappreciated, and overlooked form of labor that is performed in service to others. For example, in the con-
text of race dialogues, either in the workplace or in more individual settings (e.g., with friends, family, or on social media), this can 
translate into minorities† sharing some of their most painful experiences for the collective good, while being careful to manage 
their emotions so as not to make things awkward for others after the conversation.20

†See reference 21 on use of the word “minority”

Environmental 
Racism

Any policy, practice, or directive that differentially affects or disadvantages (whether intended or unintended) individuals, groups, 
or communities based on race. This term refers to how minority group neighborhoods, which are populated primarily by peo-
ple of color and those from low socioeconomic backgrounds, are burdened with disproportionate numbers of hazards, including 
toxic waste facilities, garbage dumps, and other sources of environmental pollution and foul odors that lower the quality of life. 

Examples of environmental racism include: 
• The devastating pollution of the Boat Harbour water body (and surrounding airshed) in Nova Scotia, Canada—an ancestral fish-

ing ground of the Mi’kmaq First Nation—by the discharging of effluent from a pulp mill22 and extensive studies cited therein, and 
• “Cancer Alley” in Louisiana, USA—a corridor of petrochemical plants that has polluted the surrounding water and air and sub-

jected the mostly African American residents in St. James Parish to cancer, respiratory diseases, and other health problems.23 

Environmental 
Justice

The fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to 
the development, implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and policies.24 The environmental jus-
tice movement grew out of a need to respond to environmental racism, and each global region has its own unique history of 
environmental justice development.25–29

Ethnicity
A social construct that divides people into smaller social groups based on characteristics such as shared sense of group 
membership, values, behavioral patterns, language, political and economic interests, history, and ancestral geographical 
base.4 and references therein

Table continues on the next page…
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Gaslighting

Gaslighting is a form of psychological abuse where a person or group makes someone question their sanity, perception of real-
ity, or memories. Examples of gaslighting in social justice terms include “racial gaslighting,” which is a way of maintaining a pro-
White/anti-Black balance in society by labeling those who challenge acts of racism as psychologically abnormal30 and minimizing 
or dismissing people’s real and legitimate trauma through statements such as “Women in other countries have it much worse!” 
or “Don’t be the PC police!”31

Generational 
Trauma  

(also known as  
intergenerational  

or transgenera-
tional trauma)

Trauma that isn’t experienced just by one person but extends from one generation to the next. It is thought that the effects of the 
trauma can be passed from generation to generation in a number of ways that include learned beliefs, behaviors, and patterns, 
and genetic processes.32 Examples of populations affected by generational trauma include African Americans who are subjected 
to pervasive systemic racism, families of US indigenous and Canadian First Nations children forced into residential school sys-
tems, and families of Holocaust survivors.33 and references therein

Latinx
A gender-neutral English neologism, sometimes used to refer to people of Latin American cultural or ethnic identity in the United 
States. The “x” suffix replaces the “o”/“a” ending of Latino and Latina that are typical of grammatical gender in Spanish. Its plural 
is Latinxs. Words used for similar purposes include Latin@, Latine, and Latinidad.34

LGBTQI+ Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex. The + indicates that there are identities beyond the six listed here that 
include, but are not limited to, Two Spirited, pansexual, omnisexual, asexual, and allies of these identity groups.35

Microaggression
The everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental slights, snubs, or insults, whether intentional or unintentional, that 
communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative messages to target persons based solely upon their marginalized group 
membership.4 and sources therein

Oppression

The systematic subjugation of one social group by a more powerful social group for the social, economic, and political benefit 
of the more powerful social group. 

Oppression exists when the following four conditions are met:36

• The oppressor group has the power to define reality for themselves and others
• The target groups take in and internalize the negative messages about them and end up cooperating with the oppressors 

(thinking and acting like them)
• Genocide, harassment, and discrimination are systematic and institutionalized, so that individuals are not necessary to 

perpetuate it
• Members of both the oppressor and target groups are socialized to play their roles as normal and correct

Oppression = Power + Prejudice37

Performative 
Allyship

Performative allyship is when someone from a non-marginalized group professes support and solidarity with a marginalized group 
in a way that either isn’t helpful or that actively harms that group. Performative allyship usually involves the “ally” receiving some 
kind of reward, for example, on social media—that virtual pat on the back for being a “good person” or “on the right side.”38

POC
Person(s) of Color. While this term is affirming (in a way that non-White is not), there is significant variation of experiences 
among POC. In conversation, it is best practice to be as specific as possible and reciprocate the language any POC may use to 
describe themselves.

Systemic  
Racism  

(also known  
as structural or  

institutional 
racism)

Systems and structures that have procedures or processes that create disadvantages for people of color. It is the complex inter-
action of culture, policy, and institutions that holds in place the outcomes people of color see in their lives. Systemic racism is, 
essentially, naming the process of White supremacy. It creates disparities in many “success indicators,” including wealth, the 
criminal justice system, employment, housing, health care, politics, and education. The concept dates back to work done by 
scholar and civil rights pioneer W.E.B. Du Bois39 and was first named during the civil rights movement of the 1960s and was fur-
ther refined in the 1980s.40

Examples of how this type of racism manifests include:
• In the United States, glaring disparities between rates of arrest and incarceration for the BIPOC communities and White people41

• Huge life expectancy disparities between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians (≤21 years for men and ≤19 years for 
women) thought to be strongly related to the inferior healthcare that Aboriginal peoples receive in the healthcare system as 
well as other systemic inequities42

• In the United States, government policies that explicitly restrict the ability of people to get loans to buy or improve their homes 
in neighborhoods with high concentrations of African Americans (also known as “redlining”)4

• In the UK universities system, the finding that people of color comprise a tiny proportion of professor positions, with just 17 
Black women in those positions in 2015 and ethnic minority groups earning on average 26% less than their White colleagues43

White  
Centering

White centering is the centering of White people, White values, White norms, and White feelings over everything and 
everyone else.44

White  
Fragility

A state in which even a minimum amount of racial stress becomes intolerable [for White people], triggering a range of defen-
sive responses. These responses include the outward display of emotions such as anger, fear, and guilt, and behaviors such 
as argumentation, silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation. These behaviors, in turn, function to reinstate White racial 
equilibrium.4 and references therein

White  
Privilege

Refers to the unquestioned and unearned set of advantages, entitlements, benefits, and choices bestowed on people solely 
because they are White. Generally, White people who experience such privilege do so without being conscious of it.4

TABLE 1. A glossary of terms, continued.
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DIVERSITY
Diversity is expressed in various forms, including race and eth-
nicity, gender and gender identity, sexual orientation, socio-
economic status, language, culture, national origin, religious 
commitments, age, disability status, ideas, perspectives, and val-
ues. Efforts to achieve diversity in a community are valuable, but 
they do not constitute a strategy to address inequity and injus-
tice, and are criticized by many.45 For example, the US-based 
Baltimore Racial Justice Action states: “Diversity is silent on the 
subject of equity. In an anti-oppression context, therefore, the 
issue is not diversity, but rather equity. Often when people talk 
about diversity, they are thinking only of the “non-dominant” 
groups.”4 and references therein

In our oceanographic community, efforts to realize true 
diversity are sorely wanting, and acquiring and understanding 
data on diversity metrics is in its infancy. We must engage with 
our social science colleagues if we are to form a holistic under-
standing of the lack of diversity in oceanography and develop 
effective strategies to address it.

INCLUSION
Inclusion is the action or state of including or of being included 
within a group or structure. More than simply diversity and 
numerical representation, inclusion involves authentic and 
empowered participation and a true sense of belonging.5 
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